Degema Orthography (submitted by Ethelbert E. Kari) 



1. The Language 

Two autonomous communities on the Degema Island speak Degema in the Degema Local 
Government Area of Rivers State of Nigeria. These communities are Usokun- Degema and 
Degema Town. Each of these communities speaks a variety of Degema that is highly 
mutually intelligible with the other. The varieties spoken are Usokun and Degema Town 
(Atala), corresponding to the names of the communities. The order of the names of these 
communities or dialects is arbitrary and does not suggest the relative importance of either 
of the communities or the dialects. The orthography presented here is based on the fourth 
edition of D.S. Abangwo's 'A Guide to Reading and Writing Degema' . The fourth edition 
is revised by Daniel S. Okpara, Ethelbert E. Kari and Kay Williamson, and published by 
the Rivers Readers Project in 1996. 

2. The Degema Alphabet 

Thirty- four letters make up the Degema alphabet. Of these thirty- four letters, twenty- four 
are consonants, while ten are vowels. Some of the consonants consist of single letters, 
while some are made up of double letters. We list below the vowels and single consonants, 
and then the double consonants. 



2.1. Single letters: Vowels and Consonants 



a 


a 


b 


b 


d 


d 


e 


e 


f 


9 


h 


i 


i 


k 


1 


m 


n 


fl 








P 


r 


s 


t 


u 


u 


v 


w 


y 























In the orthography, a dotted letter follows its undotted counterpart. 
2.2. Double letters 

jz gb kp nw ny 

The use of the letter 'jz' is an attempt to harmonize the spelling of words in the two varieties 
of Degema. Speaker of both varieties have agreed to use 'jz' in spelling words that used to 
be spelt with 'j' in the Usokun variety and 'z' in the Degema Town variety. Such words are 
now spelt with 'jz'. However, speakers of each of the varieties will pronounce words spelt 
with 'jz' as [j] or [z] depending on the community. Thus, Usokun speakers will pronounce 



'jz' in any word containing the letter 'jz' as ^3], while Degema Town speakers will 
pronounce 'jz' in any word containing the letter 'jz' as [z]. 

2.3. Consonants 

There are twenty- four consonant letters in Degema. The orthographic symbol is given in 
the column labeled 'Letter'; a word containing the letter is given in the column labeled 
'Word'; the IP A transcription of the letter is given in bold in the column labeled 'IP A 
transcription', while the English gloss is given in the column labeled 'Gloss'. The double 
consonant letters are listed after the single consonant letters. 



Letter 


Word 


IPA transcription 


Gloss 


b 


ba 


ba 


'peel (fruit)' 


b 


be 


be 


'peel (yam, cocoyam, etc.)' 


d 


da 


da 


'smear' 


d 


de 


de 


'buy' 


f 


fa 


fa 


'put (load) in a canoe or vehicle' 


9 


gan 


gan 


'(of sun) shine brilliantly' 


h 


ha 


ha 


'open (esp. mouth)' 


k 


kan 


kan 


'pinch' 


1 


la 


la 


'crawl' 


m 


mu 


mu 


'(of sun) shine' 


n 


nu 


nu 


'hit' 


fl 


non 


non 


'snore' 


P 


P a 


pa 


'threaten' 


r 


ruve 


ruJ3e 


'pierce' 


s 


sa 


sa 


'kick' 


t 


ta 


ta 


w 


*v 


*va 


Pa 


'butcher' 


w 


wow 


wow 


'(of fruit) become soft' 


j 


jow 


jow 


'swim' 


jz 


jzufte 


**d3uJ3e 


'fetch (water)' 


gb 


gba 


gba 


'arrange (esp. periwinkles) on a 
special stick before roasting' 


kp 


kpa 


kpa 


'weave' 



nw 


nwany 


O w aji 


'count' 


ny 


nyany 


Jiaji 


'paddle (a canoe)' 



*The consonant letter 'v' is pronounced [J3] by the Usokun speakers and [v] by the Degema 
Town speakers. 

** Usokun speakers pronounce this consonant as [d3], while the Degema Town speakers 
pronounce it as [z]. 

2.4. Vowels 

There are a total of ten vowels in Degema. These vowels are divided into two sets of five 
each - expanded and non-expanded - distinguished by pharynx size. Expanded vowels are 
produced with the root of the tongue pushed forward, accompanied by a simultaneous 
lowering of the larynx, while non- expanded vowels are produced with the root of the 
tongue pulled backwards with a simultaneous raising of the pharynx. 

Both sets of vowels do not co- occur in a simple word. Expanded vowels go together, and 
non- expanded vowels also go together. In other words, there is vowel harmony in a simple 
word. In the orthography, only the first vowel is dotted in a word that contains 
non- expanded vowels for the sake of convenience. It is then taken for granted that the 
following vowels in the word are all dotted. 

Like the consonants, the orthographic vowel symbol is given in the column labeled 
'Letter'; a word containing the letter is given in the column labeled 'Word'; the IPA 
transcription of the letter is given in bold in the column labeled 'IPA transcription', while 
the English gloss is given in the column labeled 'Gloss'. 



Letter 


Word 


IPA transcription 


Gloss 


a 


eda 


eMa 


'river' 


a 


ako 


ako 


'canoes' 


e 


egugum 


egugum 


'anthill' 


e 


ebuny 


e6un 


'goat' 


i 


isen 


Isen 


'fish' (n.) 


i 


mam 


mam 


'animals' 





obili 


ofrili 


'cobra' 





obilany 


bbilan 


'plantain' 


u 


ukpe 


ukpe 


'year' 


u 


ube 


u A be 


'snare' (n.) 



When expanded and non- expanded vowels co- occur as in some compound words, the two 
sets of vowels are separated with a hyphen, as follows: 



Word 


IPA transcription 


Gloss 


ufiyany-gogo 


ufijan gogo 


'shell of snail' 


abo-edi 


a65 ecfi 


'palm fronds' 



